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OF ALL of the types of libraries, it has long been 
recognized that the public library has the most heterogeneous 
clientele to satisfy. In theory, its audience extends from the youngest 
child to the oldest adult, from the wealthiest citizens to the most 
economically disadvantaged, and from the most highly educated to the 
most culturally deprived. Although clienteles of many small public 
libraries, both independent and branches of large systems, may have 
more homogeneity among their publics, any urban main library audi- 
ence has such a range. 
Faced with this spectrum, public libraries have not always found it 
easy to establish priorities, to identify basic services, or to decide what 
should be the essential nature of their collections of materials. It should 
be obvious, however, that with the financial resources available-finan- 
cia1 resources which seem to be shrinking yearly at an alarming rate-it 
is not possible to accommodate all groups with service or collections of 
equal quality, however desirable it might be. This would appear to be 
a quick and easy conclusion, particularly for those who have the re- 
sponsibility for building library collections. No matter what the size of 
a library’s budget, the ineluctable decisions on library priorities sooner 
or later must be made. And while it may have been possible to evade 
the issue in a different period, the luxury of not making choices is past. 
Why has the nature of urban main libraries or their collections not 
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always been clear in recent years? Basically there has been a reluc- 
tance to establish such priorities, coupled with the twentieth century 
tradition of public library service which incorporates an “all things for 
all people” utopianism, with good will on the part of librarians individ- 
ually and the profession generally. 
Moreover, with regard to the collections, many librarians have ad- 
hered to that firmly established book selection principle which says 
that each collection should meet the needs of its particular community. 
These librarians felt that the “nature” of such collections could not be 
determined arbitrarily outside the framework of the individual commu- 
nity. As the country, like the world, has become smaller, however, as 
the population has become more transient, and as general social priori- 
ties have become clearer, there seems to be a growing realization that, 
in spite of some natural differences in varied urban populations, the 
scope of the urban main libraries may now have more similarities than 
differences. 
Finally, the lack of confidence on the part of librarians to make deci- 
sions which will affect so many, to provide one service at the expense 
of others, to buy one type of book over another or even to defend pre- 
viously made choices when challenged is a cause for the confused role. 
Only when librarians accept responsibility for such decisions and are 
accorded the right to make them by their clienteles will (as an ob- 
server outside the profession has suggested) librarianship come of age 
and be regarded with the same respect as the more firmly established 
pr0fessions.l 
It is easy to be nostalgic for a period when the public library’s mis- 
sion seemed clear, that period when its primary responsibility seemed 
to be as an agency for continuing education, I t  was a mission, interest- 
ingly enough, outlined for libraries in the nineteenth century. In 1852, 
the trustees of the Boston Public Library made clear that the principal 
objective of the public library was to supplement the city’s system of 
public education after the formal education had ceased.2 So nearly 
unanimous was this philosophy that many of the urban libraries devel- 
oped their collections with such a purpose in mind, their librarians be- 
ing bookmen of a high order. When America was asked to accommo- 
date large numbers of immigrants into the mainstream, those public 
libraries, molded into such an educational cast, were effective devices 
in attaining this end. Not until later did many public libraries begin to 
be diverted from their original goals, The question of the public li-
brary’s role in the recreational arena, a role that assumed great impor- 
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tance later and that extended its tentacles into the whole book selection 
and collection building process, assisted in clouding the issue. It was a 
role which at one time may not have been totally insignificant. Obvi- 
ously as times change, so do society’s needs. 
The 1960s and 1970s brought awakenings to the United States on 
many levels and to many institutions concerning important priorities. 
Staggering social problems confront the country, and few of its estab- 
lished institutions are being spared the mirror held up to reflect the 
strengths and weaknesses which may determine their future. The pub- 
lic library has not been spared this scrutiny. Eventually, public li-
braries, like the country as a whole, may regard this period as a wa- 
tershed in their development. Decisions made and priorities established 
in these years may well determine the future existence of that institu- 
tion. 
As suggested before, there is evidence of signs of accord among a 
number of librarians, a growing consensus on the nature of the public 
library and, in turn, its collections. After 120 years we seem to be com- 
ing full swing. Evidence in library literature suggests that the education- 
al/informational role of the library, with its reference and research po- 
tential, is once again being regarded by many as the most important 
contribution that the public library can make to society at all levels- 
economic and social. 
The idea of the urban main library as simply a large general library 
is giving way to one with collections of special interest and depth. In 
the past, few of the largest public libraries held such collections. Bos-
ton, Cleveland, Cincinnati, Detroit, Baltimore, Pittsburgh, and Los An-
geles were chief among these, in addition to New York. For too many 
of the other large cities, the main library collections were more in the 
nature of expanded branch collections-more copies of popular titles, 
and a wider range of new titles, determined largely by budget. A “hit-
or-miss” approach seemed to characterize other libraries’ acquisition 
processes, with extensive collection building of research materials as a 
minor consideration. Collection building as opposed to current selec- 
tion, in fact, did not attract much attention, if the library literature is 
any indication. Even the major books on public library administration 
gave scant attention to the subject. Of late, however, much interest in 
the specific nature of the urban main library collection is expressed. 
Emerson Greenaway, for example, in a symposium conducted by the 
Wilson Library Bulletin in 1964 voiced the opinion that the future of 
the urban main library was as a research library, perhaps with an inter- 
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mediate central collection for other p~rposes .~  In considering the fu-
ture of general adult reading, Peter Jennison has predicted that by 
1980 central city libraries will be primarily research centerse4 Philip Mc-
Niff seems to concur, “The great public library,” he says, “must do 
more than provide first-class general library service for the community 
at large. . . . The urban library of the future will tend more and more to 
undertake programs and services similar to those presently operated by 
national and university research librarie~.”~ 
Some important recent surveys of public libraries are helping addi- 
tionally to define the nature of the main library collections. Lowell 
Martin, in his important survey of the Chicago Public Library, appar- 
ently agrees with the research concept. “The central collection of the 
Chicago Public Libra y,”he recommends, “should be rapidly built up 
into a resource at the advanced collegiate and specialized levels, equal 
to the demands of a major city and metropolitan center. . . . [and] should 
assume responsibility for research resources in a few selected fields not 
covered elsewhere in the Chicago area.’’6 
Lee Ash, a notable bookman, in his model collection survey of To- 
ronto Public Library’s Central Library supported the hypothesis of that 
library’s administration “that the Toronto Public Library must take re- 
sponsibility to provide publicly accessible reference and information 
materials, including nonbook research materials, such as would be used 
to support study through the first level of graduate education, the Mas- 
ter’s Degree in some fields and even beyond in other fields.”’ 
In his 1967 survey of the Memphis Public Library and Information 
Center, Harold Hamill placed considerable emphasis on the inadequa- 
cies of that library’s main library collection. With additional concern 
for the research potential of the urban main library, Hamill said: “At 
the present time, with the exception of the business and technology 
collections, the Memphis library system has not achieved in its main 
library the strength and depth that it should offer a great American 
city.”* Hamill recommended the development of the main library col- 
lection as a major immediate goal, a recommendation adopted by that 
library as a primary objective in the 1970s. 
The movement away from the concept of the urban main library as 
simply a large general library has been the result of a number of fac- 
tors. Subject departmentalization of most of the urban main libraries 
since World War I1 has contributed to the idea of special collections in 
subject areas. The “student problem,” so talked about in the 1960s is 
another factor, a “problem” which often arose from the inadequacy of 
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the resources. These students and other urban groups are looking in-
creasingly to their libraries for stronger resources and not finding them. 
Mary Lee Bundy’s library user survey in Maryland indicated wide- 
scale client disappointment with the level of Maryland’s public library 
resources, including that of such an established collection as the Enoch 
Pratt Free Library’s central library.O 
It has, moreover, been discovered that in an urban community where 
it is well developed, the main library, doubling as a research library, 
serves a number of functions. Lowell Martin calls it the “flagship of the 
library enterpri~e.”~~ Not only may it provide citizens throughout the 
city with materials in depth, but it may serve also as an area resource. 
In New York State the principal urban main libraries are playing essen- 
tial roles in the state-wide network operated from the New York State 
Library. In Toronto the main library of the Toronto Public Library was 
taken over by the Metropolitan Toronto Library Board in 1968 and is 
now the public reference and research library for the entire metropoli- 
tan area. A main library’s reinforcement of its own branches, moreover, 
is significant. Those who have criticized the metropolitan public library 
branches as being weaker than independent libraries serving compara- 
ble populations forget that such branches are in theory bolstered by 
the large main library-a strong element in the systems concept. 
On the other hand, the nature of the large main library collection 
should be much more than simply a larger version of the popular col- 
lection of a branch. Except for some of the largest public libraries, the 
distinction between the main library collection and the branches, ex- 
cept in size, has been slight, The New York Public Library, notably 
and historically, has made a clear distinction between the Forty-second 
Street research collections and the circulation department with head- 
quarters at the Donne11 Branch. In its acquisition policy the Detroit 
Public Library has suggested two distinct areas-the home reading ser- 
vices and the reference-research services-the latter being largely the 
province of the main library. The distinction has not always been as 
clear in other large libraries. 
What are the forces that militate against urban main libraries assum- 
ing a larger role in their communities? As suggested earlier, one of the 
most potent forces is the librarians themselves. Some librarians lack 
clear commitment, are still primarily concerned with serving their pres- 
ent limited audience and with satisfying a popular demand that is some- 
times smaller than estimated, but which has often assumed greater than 
actual proportions in the minds of the librarians. “If the public library 
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remains a middle-class institution, serving only the leisure interests of a 
small portion of the adult population,” Allie Beth Martin recently 
warned, “then it is probably already on the path to its ultimate extinc- 
tion.”12 That larger, and let us acknowledge, more important audience 
that any large urban library has as its potential-scholars, advanced 
students, independent researchers, those who require special resources 
for their business, professional, institutional, or governmental activities, 
as well as the information seekers at whatever economic or educational 
level-is sometimes minimally served. 
A second major problem, sometimes related to the first, is the ab- 
sence in some public libraries of librarians with the skills to develop 
collections of depth. As Lee Ash has observed: 
Neither Toronto’s nor many other public librarians are as a rule historic- 
ally or antiquarian-minded. Their concern has traditionally been to de-
velop abilities to anticipate the public’s needs today and tomorrow, and 
to serve the public with the best of current fare. 
............................................................. 

Unfortunately , . . they seldom can be turned into book-oriented people 
interested in and familiar with the specialized literature of the past and 
current trends in specific fields; this is true no matter what the stereotype 
picture of librarians as bookish people may be.13 
While it is not even certain that their unversity counterparts have such 
abilities, university librarians do have faculties with whom to interact, 
faculties who may make suggestions as to the collections’ direction and 
who may give expert advice on the building of collections in their field 
of specialization. 
A final very fundamental problem in the past has been the lack of 
overall institutional objectives. Anyone who feels that an intelligent 
identification of the nature of the urban library collection can be made 
without an understanding of the library’s purpose will be misguided. 
Those who might be in the process of building a library collection, 
without first understanding what the collection is for, are merely 
squandering money which might better be spent on other urban priori- 
ties. In addition to providing overall direction to the institution, the 
objectives lay the groundwork for that cornerstone without which any 
collection building will suffer-the acquisition policy. 
Few excellent public library acquisition policies exist to serve as 
models, unfortunately, although there has been much exhortation in 
the literature to establish such policy. To many librarians a selection 
policy means a statement that censorship is to be avoided, rather than a 
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blueprint for development of library resources. Even Enoch Pratt’s 
widely respected selection policy lacks some of the precision desired 
for a library developing its collections. Los Angeles’s guide to the re- 
sources and organization of its central library1‘ can be of assistance in 
defining the purpose of individual subject departments of the main li-
brary and their collections, A combination of the best features of these 
aids with those of a policy as precise as that of a research library like 
the University of Illinois15 might be useful models for those originating 
a meaningful policy. The latter gives subjects numerical ratings of from 
one to five indicating the extent of collecting in those areas. It does not 
give narrative guidelines, however. 
As with any vital policy, the acquisition policy of an urban library in 
the process of strengthening its holdings should be reviewed frequently 
in order to determine where progress has been made and when and if 
emphasis can be lessened in certain areas, depending on strength and 
usefulness of the collection. 
Before formulating the acquisition policy it is essential, of course, to 
determine the status of the present collection. Like the acquisition pol- 
icy itself, evaluation must be continuous in order to have an acquisition 
program that is alive and vital. Again, if one accepts the lack of evi- 
dence in library literature as an indication of non-action, then such in- 
tensive collection evaluation is not currently being practiced in public 
libraries. One notable exception is that undertaken at Toronto for Lee 
Ash in preparation for the aforementioned survey. A partial explanation 
for the lack of such evaluations in public libraries may be that public 
libraries, unlike school and college libraries, have no accreditation stan- 
dards or accrediting bodies. In schools and colleges, numbers of stu- 
dents, curricula, faculty, etc., may be measured and at least quantita- 
tive guidelines may be suggested. Because of the differences in objec- 
tives of public libraries, however, each library may establish its own 
standards. 
Collections may be evaluated in a number of ways. An excellent bib- 
liography on the subject was published in 1971Iaand a conference was 
held at Hofstra University on the subject in the spring of that year. 
Though not necessarily the most effective device, the checking of col- 
lections against bibliographies is one most commonly used. More often 
than not this kind of collection evaluation becomes one of checking the 
standard lists and bibliographies by the library’s own staff. Reliance on 
such standard lists has built-in problems. The library that basks in the 
sunlight of its large percentage holdings from such a standard list may 
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be living in a world of delusion. Aside from the decision as to which 
lists are so-called “standard,” the lists, as many have pointed out, have 
inherent biases and a limited timeliness. 
A more reliable method of list checking is the consulting of special 
bibliographies chosen by subject specialists with regard to the needs of 
the particular library. Additionally, the checking of bibliographies at- 
tached to scholarly theses or state-of-the-art reviews can be a meaning- 
ful method of measuring subject strength. Such checking, of course, 
would suggest that those libraries that did so would be committed to 
considerable activity in the out-of-print and reprint market. Lowell 
Martin directed criticism at the lack of effort in this area in Chicago’s 
Central Library.17 Lee Ash has suggested a close alliance of large li-
braries with antiquarian bookmen.18 
Those large public libraries committed to retrospective collection 
building find themselves confronted with problems similar to those of 
other types of large libraries-dilemmas over the use of microforms, 
out-of-print searching, reprint publication, and other such questions. 
Several of these areas have received considerable coverage in the liter- 
ature. Even reprint publication, which has provided some of the most 
perplexing selection problems in the last five years, has begun to re- 
ceive attention.l9 Librarians who have responsibility for building retro- 
spective collections should familiarize themselves with the experiences 
of others in order to avoid the pitfalls. 
No urban main library can or should acquire everything; its tax base 
will not permit it. It is unlikely that the public paying the bill will be 
content with endless duplication among types of libraries. Further- 
more, it is unnecessary to build strong research collections in certain 
libraries, or where their use will be minimal. As much as possible urban 
research libraries should attempt to make their collections complement 
each other. A few years ago, Robert Grazier indicated various coopera- 
tive practices among different types of libraries in a community.20 An 
excellent example of such cooperation between a university library and 
a large public library is the Joint Acquisitions Committee of the Detroit 
Public Library and Wayne State University.21 The urban public li-
brary, because it crosses so many lines, can serve effectively as the 
leader in its library community in cooperative acquisitions. 
Whereas the development of reference and research collections with 
depth accompanied by concern for retrospective collection building 
must be the primary objective for urban main libraries, the continuing 
responsibility for current selection should be given due attention. The 
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two activities should not be regarded as mutually exclusive. Quality se- 
lection among the current publications remains an important overall 
public library responsibility, as suggested by Leigh in the Public Li- 
brary Inquiry in 1951: “The direction of public library policy seems 
clear. Its distinctive function is to emphasize quality and reliability in 
current purchases rather than popularity as such; to make available the 
less accessible materials . . . to keep open a broad highway of free access 
to the more daring, more provocative, often unpopular current ideas, 
proposals, and criticisms, as well as the more generally approved mate- 
rials.”22 The main library’s leadership in achieving such an objective in 
any library system cannot be overemphasized. The role of the main li-
brary in quality, current selection is of utmost significance, especially in 
those systems where the selections made by main library subject staffs 
form the basis for branch selection. 
Leigh‘s recommendation of quality and reliability over demand in 
current selection suggests a tension present in public library book se- 
lection in the twentieth century. In her study of censorship in Califor- 
nia which had broad selection ramifications, Marjorie Fiske found the 
public librarians divided into two groups, those committed to collec- 
tions of high quality and those responsive chiefly to what they consid- 
ered popular demandaZ3 Those committed to the former share the impa- 
tience of one book selector who believes that “demand should not be 
the only reason for purchasing a book . . . that somewhere before they 
become book selectors, librarians . . . convince themselves that they 
have the responsibility of improving the public’s taste instead of re-
flecting it.”24 
Some librarians have attempted to satisfy the popular demand inex- 
pensively by such means as rental collections, paperbacks, and other 
methods. For Toronto’s Central Library Ash suggested a bookstore 
through which some titles may be purchasednZ5 Such devices may be- 
come a necessity for those who, in selecting priorities, must place re- 
creational service low on their list. Innovative methods, moreover, will 
free the libraries from duplicating materials to satisfy the crazes and 
fashions in subject matter which, according to Castagna,26 seem to give 
urban librarians cause for concern in their selection. The attempt to 
satisfy such fads by duplication seems most often to cause main li- 
braries to fail to provide more specialized materials, if the collection 
surveys are correct. University press publications, British and foreign- 
language materials, for example-major resources for current scholar- 
ship in various fields-have been particular victims of neglect in many 
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main libraries. Librarians selecting materials for adults fail to realize 
that they hold considerable iduence over publishers in their selection. 
Children’s librarians have long been aware of their power, and, accord- 
ingly, have had considerable iduence in their area. 
The responsibility for acquiring materials in varying format should 
be obvious. Increased publication in microprint as well as the growing 
variety of audiovisual materials calls for more criteria and guidelines 
for selection as well as standardization in format quality. The develop- 
ment of serial holdings, always an important resource for the research 
collection, will also undoubtedly call for decisions regarding paper or 
microform copy. 
To develop important collections for urban main libraries will re- 
quire money and time. Those embarking on this course, ironically, find 
themselves doing so in a critical inflationary period and in a time of 
serious economic crisis for the cities. Even those libraries, such as New 
York, Boston, and Pittsburgh, with well established collections, find 
that the continued commitment to strong main library collection build- 
ing is an expensive operation. The choice between emphasis on 
branches and main libraries will have to be made by many urban li- 
braries. There seems to be varying emphasis among cities at present. 
Dallas, for example, with a rather modest main library collection, bud- 
gets over three times as much for branch library materials as for the 
main library; Denver, with an already strong main library collection, 
budgets almost 25 percent more for its main library; and Memphis, 
with strong branch holdings built up in the 196Os, currently budgets 
approximately 40 percent more for its main library collection. 
Replies to a questionnaire by the authors are organized as Table 1 
and provide a picture of certain characteristics of selected main library 
collections such as the size of book, periodical, and audiovisual hold- 
ings, as well as amounts currently expended for main library collec- 
tions. I t  would not be in order, nor is it the authors’ intention, to com- 
pare the strength of libraries or to make valid interpretations of the 
statistics because too many variables and other factors which might af- 
fect the picture exist, i.e., methods of counting and extent of duplica- 
tion. The table may, however, suggest simple relations between present 
collection sizes and main library budgets. Of the libraries surveyed, for 
example, the median collection size, excluding New York, which is un- 
usually high, is 785,151 volumes. The median book budget size for 
main libraries, excluding the highest (New York) and the lowest 
(Louisville), is $235,853. A noteworthy observation becomes evident 
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when book budgets and book collection sizes are compared. While 
most generally larger libraries with established collections naturally 
have larger book budgets, there are notable exceptions. Denver, Mem- 
phis, San Francisco and Toronto, all with main library book collections 
under 1million volumes, are expending larger sums in order to build 
up their collections than are, for example, Milwaukee and Baltimore, 
which have large established collections. The evident need felt by the 
aforementioned smaller libraries to build larger collections, coupled 
with the budget squeeze felt in many major cities, might explain these 
disproportionate expenditures. 
Several other observations might be noted from the survey as sum-
marized in Table 1.The need for developing audiovisual collections is, 
surprisingly, not felt by several of the libraries surveyed. Houston, Mil- 
waukee, San Diego and San Francisco have no film collections at their 
main library. Houston does have an audiovisual budget for the current 
year. Louisville, however, a library traditionally strong in audiovisual 
service, with the smallest book budget and next to smallest book collec- 
tion, has the largest film collection and an audiovisual budget one-half 
the size of the total book budget, reflecting a stronger emphasis on au- 
diovisual service. The median film collection for the libraries surveyed 
is 1,650 films and the median audiovisual budget is $32,500. All li-
braries surveyed maintained phonograph collections with the median 
phonograph collection being 13,802.The results of the survey undoubt- 
edly indicate varying objectives and priorities that have been estab- 
lished by the libraries surveyed. 
In summary, this paper has attempted to demonstrate the necessity 
of greater scope for urban main libraries; it has suggested objectives 
based on the educational and informational needs of potential as well 
as current users; and it has pointed to the need for dynamic acquisition 
policies which will take into consideration collection strengths and 
weaknesses and will apply systematic collection-building principles. 
Institutions sometimes enjoy long periods of stability where the chief 
responsibility of their leaders is to follow the previously established 
patterns. In other times the most compelling need is to turn the institu- 
tion in new directions. Those who now have the leadership of the ur-
ban public libraries are in the latter position. They must accept the re- 
sponsibility for directing the urban main library to its priority role of a 
major resource for information and research in our urban communities. 
The need is there, but it will call for no small commitment to satisfy it. 
In assuming this responsibility, such leaders may very well move the 
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LARRY EARL BONE AND THOMAS A.  RAINES 
urban public library to its best days yet and to an era of indispensabil-
ity in society’s progress. 
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